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THE  ELEMENTS  OF  PRACTICAL  ARTS 
FOR  GENERAL  EDUCATION* 

By  MAURICE  A.  BIGELOWt 

Director  of  School  of  Practical  Arts,  Teachers  Collie 

Practical  arts  have  appeared  in  oiir  educational  s^tem  in 

response  to  a  widespread  demand  for  special  instruction  that 
is  directly  applicable  to  the  practical  and  vocational  problems 
of  everyday  life.  It  is  now  gmerally  accepted  that  there  is 
need  of  such  special  or  technical  training  in  tiie  education  of 
young  people  who  must  be  prepared  for  facing  the  serious 
problems  of  vocationsd  life.  In  short,  practical  arts  as  ^>ecial 
or  technical  education  require  no  defence. 

Now,  while  recognizing  the  vast  significance  of  practical  arts 
m  technical  education,  we  have  largely  lost  sight  oi  the  possible 
contribution  of  these  subjects  as  a  fundamental  part  of  the 
general  education  of  all  young  people.  This,  I  believe,  is  the 
greatest  function  of  the  practical  arts  in  our  public  educational 
system,  and  almost  their  only  reason  for  existence  in  elementary 
education.  It  is,  therefore,  the  purpose  of  this  paper  to  point 
out  that  the  practical  arts  in  theu:  more  elementary  and  general 
aspects  deserve  a  prominent  place  in  the  cultural  education  of 
all  young  people  without  regard  to  the  need  of  technical  tram- 
ing,  which  is  commonly  supposed  to  be  the  sde  ixBsoa  for 
practical  arts. 

♦Extract  of  an  address  deBvexed  before  the  Lodsana  State  Teadbcrs'  Aaeo- 
dation. 

t  Reprinted  £i»m  tbe  IkAcattS  Gcxugb  SBCxm^  Januaqr,  xqx^  VoL  XVU, 
No.  z. 
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A  brief  review  of  the  meaning  of  the  term  "  practical  arts  " 
may  avoid  mismiderstanding.  Most  people  who  are  imfamiliar 
with  the  departmental  organization  of  the  School  of  Practical 
Arts  of  Teachers  College  understand  practical  arts  as  including 
only  industrial  and  household  arts,  both  of  which  have  a  very 
practical  and  vocational  relation  to  daily  life.  But  in  Teachers 
College  our  organization  of  practical  arts  grew  out  of  our  very 
Kberal  conception  of  technical  education,  and  so  to  us  "  prac- 
tical arts  "  have  come  to  include  all  the  educational  subjects 
that  are  based  on  a  technique  or  special  method  of  doing  things. 
Hence,  in  this  wide  sense,  practical  arts— which  would  have 
been  better  understood  if  christened  "  technical  arts  mclude 
fine  arts,  household  arts,  industrial  arts  (both  agricultural  and 
mechanical),  music,  nursmg,  appUed  hygiene,  and  physical  edu- 
cation. These  may  or  may  not  be  "  practical "  or  "  applied." 
For  example,  drawing  may  be  "  practical "  if  applied  to  house 
decoration  or  machine  design,  but  if  not  appUed,  it  is  no  more 
practical  (in  the  usual  material  sense)  than  history,  literature, 

or  pure  science. 

I  realize  that  some  misunderstanding  has  arisen  from  the 
common  use  of  the  word  "  practical."  It  seems  to  me  that 
it  is  a  mistake  to  understand  technical  arts  as  practical  or 
useful  only  because  they  commonly  have  a  close  relation  to 
the  physical  or  material  affairs  of  everyday  life,  or  because  they 
may  be  used  vocationally  as  a  means  of  getting  a  living.  I 
prefer  rather  to  take  Huxley's  broader  view  of  "practical" 
and  regard  knowledge  of  every  kind  as  useful  in  proportion  as 
it  tends  to  affect  our  daily  Uves.  Looking  at  practical  arts 
from  this  standpomt,  I  am  forced  to  regard  an  understanding 
of  the  elements  of  the  technical  arts  as  an  essential  part  of 
the  "practical"  education  of  men  and  women,  and  with  or 
without  regard  to  posable  physical  or  vocational  use  of  the 
technical  knowledge. 

Practical  arts  education  should  be  regarded  as  closely  iden- 
tified with  vocational  education  only  when  technical  efficiency 
is  emphasized.  Those  who  look  at  the  practical  arts  vrith  the 
narrowest  vision  see  its  values  merely  in  terms  of  possible 
vocational  appUcation.  This,  I  beUeve,  is  an  unfortunately 
narrow  outiook.  The  elements  of  practical  arts  may  be  made 
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very  important  as  a  phase  of  general  education  that  is  not 
directed  towards  vocational  ends.  Perhaps  I  can  make  this 
point  clearer  by  some  illustrations:  Music  and  fine  arts  deserve 
to  be  part  of  general  education  because  they  may  be  of  great 
significance,  or  "  practical "  in  the  larger  sense,  to  many  who 
do  not  apply  them  vocationally.  Many  of  the  elementary 
ideas  of  household  arts,  such  as  the  economics  of  food  supply, 
the  principles  of  cookery,  the  mam  facts  of  nutrition,  home 
sanitation,  and  the  principles  of  house  decoration,  should  be 
part  of  the  practical  education  of  all  boys;  but  certainly  few 
boys  will  find  their  vocations  in  the  field  of  household  arts. 
Similarly,  certain  elementary  knowledge  of  industrial  arts  (in- 
cluding elementary  agriculture)  should  be  taught  to  girls  mth- 
out  reference  to  vocational  appHcation.  These  are  illustrations 
of  how  the  elements  of  practical  arts  may  be  fitted  into  our 
daily  lives  in  numerous  useful,  but  non-vocational,  ways. 

The  above  suggestions  as  to  the  desirabihty  of  similar  ele- 
mentary training  in  the  practical  arts  for  both  sexes  leads  me 
to  the  problem  of  differentiation  for  boys  and  girls.  In  these 
days  we  hear  much  discussion  of  sex-differentiated  education, 
and  it  usually  refers  to  the  field  of  practical  arts.  We  do  not 
hear  any  serious  educators  advocating  one  kind  or  selection  of 
literature  or  history  or  mathematics  for  girls  and  another  for 
bojre;  but  we  hear  many  proclauning  that  household  arts  is 
the  proper  study  for  gkls,  and  that  simultaneously  the  boys 
should  study  mechanical  or  agricultural  arts.  Some  well- 
known  educators  have  gone  so  far  as  to  declare  that  co-educa- 
tion is  a  mistake  in  so  far  as  it  means  sunilar  education  for 
the  two  sexes;  and  by  "  similar  education "  they  mean  the 
old-line  educati(m  without  practical  arts. 

Now,  we  must  admit  that  the  advanced  technical  aspects  of 
household,  mdustrial,  mechanical,  or  agricultural  arts  are  not 
of  equal  interest  to  both  sexes;  and,  hence,  practical  arts  edu- 
cation in  its  specialized  forms  must  be  dissimilar.  But  note 
that  this  refers  to  the  advanced  technical  or  special  work  and 
not  to  the  elementary  study  of  the  leading  facts  and  principles 
of  practical  arts.  VWth  regard  to  these,  I  insist  that  there 
should  be  no  differentiation  on  sex  lines,  and  I  feel  sure  that 
we  have  aheady  gone  too  far  in  drawing  the  line  between  the 
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ekm^taiy  practical  arts  for  the  two  sexes.  Let  me  illustrate: 
In  many  schools  (A  the  United  States  we  fmd  housdiiold  arts 
specified  for  girls  in  elementary  grades  and  in  the  early  years 
of  the  high  school,  while  parallel  work  in  agriculture  or  indus- 
trial arts  is  assigned  to  the  boys.  The  result  is  that  scxme  of 
the  most  useful  applied  science  is  sex-Kmited.  Elementary 
lessons  in  household  arts  contain  important  facts  and  ideas 
con<»ming  food  economics,  principles  of  nutriticxa,  applied 
chemistry  and  physics,  bacteriology,  sanitation,  first  principles 
of  cookery — all  of  which  should  be  a  part  of  the  practical, 
but  not  technical,  education  of  both  boys  and  girk.  It  is 
not  fair  to  the  boys  that  such  a  train  of  useful  scientific  appli- 
cations should  be  reserved  for  the  girls  under  a  system  of  sex- 
Umited  instruction  in  household  arts.  On  the  other  hand,  the 
agricultural  or  industrial  arts  assigned  to  the  boys  deal,  in  the 
elementary  instruction,  with  many  facts  that  should  not  be 
monopolized  knowledge  of  the  male  sex.  Industrial  arts  deal 
with  the  world's  work  and  modern  women  should  have  cul- 
tural, if  not  technical,  knowledge  of  the  great  industrial  rela- 
tions and  problms.  Therefore,  I  advocate  that  girls  should 
have  elementary  shopwork  instruction,  especially  since  so  much 
of  it  applies  to  the  home  and  at  the  same  time  will  help  women 
to  understand  industrial  life;  and  they  ^uld  have  at  least 
one  year  of  elementary  agriculture  in  every  school  which  ^ers 
it  for  the  boys. 

Hiese  illustraticMis  will  make  dear  my  meaning  when  I  declare 
that  we  have  already  made  some  serious  mistakes  in  differen- 
tiating certain  aspects  of  elementary  practical  arts  along  sex 
lines.  This  extreme  differentiation  seems  to  have  had  its  origin 
in  the  names  and  definitions  given  to  household  and  indus- 
trial arts.  Some  committee  declared  years  ago  that  housework 
is  not  an  industry  and  that  industrial  arts  are  primarily  of 
interest  to  males.  Having  thus  set  off  household  arts  exclu- 
sively for  women  and  industrial  arts  largely  for  men,  the  courses 
of  study  m  our  schools  have  been  devdoped  without  regard  to 
the  fact  that  in  the  elementary  facts  and  ideas  of  each  of  these 
practical  arts  there  is  much  of  value  and  interest  to  both  sexes. 

Now,  as  the  soluticm  of  this  problem,  which  I  believe  is  the 
most  important  one  which  now  affects  practical  arts  for  public 
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schools,  especially  in  years  below  the  second  of  high  school: 
Evidently  we  can  not  solve  it  by  advising  household  arts  for 
boys  or  industrial  shopw<»k  for  girls.  Boys  will  not  elect 
courses  called  household  arts,  or  domestic  sdence,  or  home 
economics.  A  few  girls  will  elect,  under  favorable  conditions, 
agriculture  or  mechanical  arts.  The  result  is  sex-differentiated 
practical  arts.  It  cannot  be  otherwise  under  the  names 
"  household  "  and  "  industrial."  I  have  come  to  believe  that 
we  must  a&ei  the  donentary  practical  arts  of  interest  to  both 
sexes  under  new  names,  and  not  apply  sudi  names  as  industrial 
arts,  household  arts,  or  agriculture,  until  advanced  technical 
differentiation  between  the  two  sexes  is  natural  and  useful. 
In  my  opinion,  a  very  limited  amount  of  sudi  specialized  study 
is  needed  in  dementary  schools. 

There  are  two  possible  arrangonents  looking  towards  this  end : 
(i)  Teach  the  elements  of  practical  arts  equally  to  diildren  of 
both  sexes  in  elementary  schools;  and  call  such  study  "  prac- 
tical arts,"  not  household  or  industrial  arts.  (2)  Involve  the 
elements  of  practical  arts  in  the  other  subjects  which  are  funda- 
mentals for  practical  arts.  This  means  fine  arts  and  the  natural 
sdences  (induding  nature-study  and  dementary  science). 

I  prefer  the  second  suggestion  for  the  beginning  because  it 
seems  to  me  most  natural  and  economical.  However,  the 
teac^r  must  work  from  the  practical  arts  point  of  view,  and 
so  it  Httle  matters  whether  the  desirable  studies  be  presoited 
as  dementary  practical  arts  or  as  applications  of  dementary 

sdoices  and  fine  arts. 

By  teaching  the  elements  of  practical  arts  in  connection 
with  the  fundamental  subjects,  I  mean  that  beginning  with 
the  earliest  nature-study  and  art  work  the  practical  bearings 
should  be  developed.  For  example,  the  art  lessons  of  the  de- 
mentary schools  might  be  arranged  so  as  to  give  both  boys 
and  girls  the  essential  knowledge  of  the  household  arts  appli- 
cations in  home  furnishmgs  and  decoration  and  costiune  design. 
Of  course,  I  do  not  mean  technical  training  in  these  lines;  but, 
for  that  matter,  no  very  important  technical  training  could  be 
taught  in  elementary  schools  even  if  these  applications  of  art 
were  limited  to  girls  in  a  class  in  "  domestic  art."  In  a  similar 
manner,  all  the  important  facts  <^  hygiene,  nutrition,  food 
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economics,  home  sanitation,  and  even  the  principles  of  cookery, 
can  be  made  mteresting  to  both  boys  and  girls  of  years  equiv- 
alent to  junior  high  school,  if  presented  as  integral  parts  of  a 
good  course,  or  courses,  in  nature-study  and  introduction  to 
science  or  elementary  science,  often  misnamed  "  general  science." 
This  also  gives  numerous  opportunities  for  the  mechanical  side 
of  industrial  arts.  In  like  manner,  the  elements  of  agriculture 
(not  the  technique)  should  be  taught  so  as  to  reach  both  boys 
and  girls,  in  nature-study  and  in  applied  biology.  These  are 
some  ways  of  making  elementary  practical  arts  essentially  the 

same  for  both  sexes. 

Summarizing  the  above  points,  I  conclude  that  sex-differen- 
tiated study  of  elementary  practical  arts  should  be  avoided 
(i)  because  it  is  highly  desirable  that  education  in  general 
should  tend  to  make  men  and  women  sympathetically  mter- 
ested  in  the  same  problems  of  Ufe;  (2)  because  it  is  financially 
dearable  that  the  values  of  elementary  practical  arts  be  ob- 
tained as  far  as  possible  without  the  added  expenses  inevitably 
connected  with  new  and  special  classes;  and  (3)  because  the 
present  differentiation  between  the  sexes  deprives  each  of 
knowledge  which  is  important  for  the  practical  purposes  of 
everyday  life.  For  these  three  reasons,  I  urge  that  the  ele- 
mentary facts  and  principles  of  practical  arts  should  be  taught 
so  as  to  make  both  sexes  understand  (but  not  be  experts)  in 
the  same  practical  problems  of  life.  Co-education  will  deserve 
to  be  a  failure  if  it  does  not  give  young  men  and  women  similar 
outlooks  on  life  in  all  its  aspects— practical  as  well  as  intel- 
lectual. Thus  viewing  the  possibility  of  cultural,  rather  than 
vocational  or  technical,  bearings  of  the  practical  arts,  I  am 
unable  to  believe  in  sex-differentiated  elementary  studies  in 
these  hnes. 

In  closing,  let  me  emphasize  the  thought  akeady  expressed 

that,  while  the  technical  aspects  of  the  practical  arts  are  beyond 
question  the  foundations  of  special  or  vocational  training,  the 
leading  facts  or  ideas,  that  is,  the  elem^ts  of  the  practical  arts, 
deserve  a  prominent  place  in  education  for  general  culture,  be- 
cause they  have  the  larger  "  practical"  bearing  on  our  daily 
lives. 


